Introductionpoint, McIntyre (1991) provides an example cited in the Christian Science Monitor: "You can buy all the Hondas you want in the United States without knowing Japanese, but try to sell Buicks in Japan without the language and a knowledge of the culture. It just doesn't work".
After a review of the literature, Hagen (1988) concluded that the overwhelming message from all the studies was that UK companies were losing valuable trading opportunities for lack of the right skills in certain languages, and many without realising it. Consequently, it is within this context that this paper reports on selected aspects of SMEs' use of languages in their export operations.
Literature review
After a recent empirical study undertaken in Wales, Peel and Eckart (1997) suggested that "larger firms consider language to be a more important export impediment than do SMEs". This observation seems peculiar given the greater financial and human resources which are usually at the disposal of larger firms. For example, one might expect that all things being equal, larger firms would be more willing to employ language specialists, finance language training schemes for staff, or even contract work out to specialists on an ad hoc basis to translate work in to and out of foreign languages. Therefore, questions could be raised in relation to the way in which such attitudes were reflected in firms' performance, although a causal relationship is difficult to explain.
The importance of languages to particular businesses and the way in which this manifests itself in corporate policy has been well documented. For example, Hagen (1992) points out that some companies are increasing their investment in language training. Christie's, the art dealers, now require every employee to be fluent in at least one foreign language; Grand Metropolitan plc has decided to include data on language ability in their management review process, following a personnel audit. BAA plc and Hertz (UK) have introduced an incentives scheme to encourage their personnel to learn a language.
Clearly, while some companies have made a conscious attempt to improve their communication skills, others have not, in some cases with disastrous results. As the DTI (1996b) point out, when the official receivers were called in to a company, they found a letter in the filing cabinet which was written in German. It was untouched because no one had understood the content. The order found in the letter was large enough to have saved the company! This is not to say that poor attitudes towards the use of languages will always have such dire consequences, but the same government report highlights a number of embarrassing situations which have arisen. For example, one company produced their technical specification and sales literature in several languages only to find they were claiming exceptional efficiency for their "watery sheep" (i.e. "hydraulic rams"). In another embarrassing incident, the entire British management of a Dutch subsidiary failed to turn up to the office party because the details had been posted up in Dutch.
Interestingly, the issue of experimentation with languages has also been reported on. In 1990, Teleconomy, a UK training company, carried out a IJEBR 5,1
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controlled language test on London companies to see how they would respond to telephone enquiries from a foreign caller speaking French, German, Spanish, Italian or "Broken English". It was reported that many foreign callers were confused by expressions like "s-ringin-fer-yer" ("its ringing for you"), "putin-yerfru" ("putting you through") and "lines-bizi-ye-old?" ("the lines are busy, will you hold?"). Over one-third of calls failed at the switchboard and foreign callers reported various rebuffs, including muffled nervous laughter, long silences and responses enunciated with a high level of decibels (DTI, 1996b) .
Policy makers have been keen to highlight success stories associated with the use of languages. As the DTI (1996c) point out, during an export drive, a battery producer from the north-west estimated that there was a 60 per cent increase in its sales after training 5 per cent of its workforce in French and German. In another example, one exporter of textile machinery in Gateshead had built a sales team of fluent Chinese, Spanish, Portuguese, Italian, German and French speakers with customers in over 75 countries. Since 1990/1991 it had seen its turnover jump from £18.1m to £31m in 1992/1993. Policy makers have suggested (perhaps with an upbeat message which is unrepresentative) that this approach is typical of the way many small and medium-sized UK companies are successfully integrating a language capability with their export strategy (DTI, 1996a) .
Although the issue of in-house language skills has been widely reported, the use of translation services has also been reported on within the literature. Ricks (1984) highlights the problem of the use of translation by focusing on one of Pepsi's famous advertisements. He suggests that it should embody the general theme and concept rather than be an exact or precise duplication of the original slogan. Pepsi reportedly learned that its ad "come alive with Pepsi" was literally translated into German to mean "come out of the grave with Pepsi". In Asia, it was translated as "bring your ancestors back from the dead".
Interestingly, an additional though perhaps less publicised problem with translation is that of sabotage, whereby a false or misleading translation may take place for some reason, usually associated with commercial gain. Ricks (1984) provides an example of a US company which may have been the victim of translation sabotage. The firm tried to sell its products in the former Soviet Union with the help of a Russian translator. The company innocently displayed a translated poster in Moscow which, it soon discovered, said the company's oilwell equipment was good for improving a person's sex life. This said, however, the use of "backtranslation" by an independent language specialist has been commonly suggested in the literature to avoid the problem of literal translation or indeed translation sabotage (see many international and cross-cultural texts for more details).
Research focus
The literature review highlighted that a number of issues are in need of consideration by managers when determining their approach towards the use of foreign languages in their businesses, although this should not be removed from an appreciation of the particular cultural environments in which firms operate, i.e. in addition to simply a linguistic ability! Nevertheless, this paper is restricted to factors associated with SMEs' use of languages rather than issues associated with culture in a broader sense. Within this, although the factors are inter-linked, the salient issues concerning languages within firms can arguably be grouped into two core areas of concern, namely those relating to usage and training. With this in mind, the specific issues within this study build on these two core areas and focus on four themes: managers' perceived importance and benefits of using foreign languages, issues preventing their use, the functional use of languages within businesses, and issues affecting firms' recruitment and training in respect to languages.
Within the SME sector, it would be rather restrictive from an analytical viewpoint to present only frequencies of responses, since this would not account for variations within the study relating to particular categories of firms. However, although there is no single agreed method by which to categorise particular sizes of firms (Storey, 1994; Carson et al., 1995) -indeed, different statistical results are likely to result from particular subjective classificationsthe categories in this paper were determined after discussions with policy makers in the joint export promotion directorate (JEPD) in relation to firms' number of employees.
Methodology
It should be noted that since this paper reports on one part of a wider investigation, the methodological approach undertaken is similar to that reported elsewhere. The wider study addressed a number of other issues, for example, whether differences exist between firms with varying degrees of export involvement, but this paper is restricted to differences between particular sized SMEs in order to provide a more applied focus to the analysis undertaken.
After reviewing the pertinent literature in this area of investigation, a draft postal questionnaire was constructed incorporating the major issues of interest. Subsequently, it was shown to several managers with responsibility for exporting and academics deemed knowledgeable about the subject area. In determining a sampling frame for this investigation, it was decided to restrict this study to firms with fewer than 250 employees since it was considered that larger firms with greater human and financial resources would be more likely to employ language specialists and consequently skew the results of the research. However, it was considered important that the study be restricted to firms that were only engaged in export activities and therefore it was decided that nonexporters and those firms with overseas subsidiaries should be excluded from the study to act as a control mechanism within the methodological approach undertaken.
It was recognised that there would be a difficulty in identifying exporting firms with fewer than 250 employees within most commercial sampling frames. IJEBR 5,1
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Consequently, it was decided to use a database developed from respondents to a recent study of exporting manufacturers, although the original database from which this was compiled was the Sells Export Directory. Furthermore, the questionnaire used in the previous study from which the database was compiled had a filter question to determine the ethnic origin of the owner of the firms, since this had been an area under investigation. In the course of the investigation reported in this paper, the study was restricted to firms owned by "white European" executives in an attempt to reduce cultural bias associated with language use (further precise questions on ethnicity-related issues were considered inappropriate to avoid racial effects on response rates).
When undertaking the postal survey, 400 firms were drawn from the previously mentioned database; this figure was derived from an assumption that about a 25 per cent response rate would be achieved providing approximately 100 firms (see most classic research texts for average response rates to postal surveys). This was considered manageable since the database was compiled from previous respondents to a survey and therefore, all things being equal, the firms had a sympathetic attitude towards responding to export-related surveys. In total, 185 firms completed the questionnaire providing a response rate of 46.25 per cent after two mailings. Interviews were subsequently undertaken with the executives with responsibility for exporting (typically the owner/managing director) in 20 firms representing particular sizes of firms and with various export ratios in order to obtain a more in-depth perspective of issues surrounding their behaviour in respect to language use. Although a figure of 20 interviews was primarily based on time and cost limitations, it was considered representative of the overall sample since it was approaching 10 per cent of the responses to the postal survey. It should also be noted that after undertaking the 20 interviews, similar issues were discussed. Consequently, it was concluded that diminishing returns in so far as establishing new information would have been the result of increasing the number of interviews.
Findings
In undertaking the analysis within this investigation, it was observed that the response rates for the particular categories of firms used by the JEPD were in fact found to be skewed as follows: group 1 = 1-9 employees (34 responses); group 2 = 10-49 (70); group 3 = 50-99 (56); and group 4 = 100 to 249 (25). Nevertheless, whereas it could be argued that the groups might be merged to even out the skewed response rate (especially since they were based on subjective classifications anyway), it was decided that this would be inappropriate since they were based on the JEPD's categorisations.
Turning now to the analysis in a little more detail, although there are a number of issues of importance to managers and policy makers concerning the use of languages in conducting international business activities, the findings in this paper focus on four themes. First, managers' perceived importance and benefits of using foreign languages; second, issues preventing their use; third, the functional use of languages within businesses; and, fourth, issues affecting firms' recruitment and training in respect to languages.
Commencing with the firms' perceived importance and benefits of foreign languages, the findings are summarised in Table I . Using analysis of variance between the mean responses, it can be observed that no statistical difference was found to exist between the firms, with all four groups indicating, in aggregate terms, that languages were important in their businesses. In terms of how languages benefit/might benefit their businesses, it was interesting to note that many firms, and particularly very small ones, perceived that this might enhance their image and to a lesser extent increase orders; an increase in competitiveness was not viewed as a benefit by the majority of firms. Reasons for these perceived benefits, in addition to the obvious issues of a willingness to do business in a customer's language and because customers prefer to do business in their own language, involved avoiding misunderstandings and the fact that it provided an indication of the quality of the business. Even so, reasons why firms did not use languages are shown in Table II . Perhaps not surprisingly, the majority of firms indicated that this was because English is widely spoken; lack of skills within the companies was also seen to be a factor, and in particular, by very small firms. Turning now to the extent to which foreign languages were used within businesses, the results are detailed in Table III . Only one statistical difference was observed between the mean responses concerning the extent to which business departments/functions use languages and this was in relation to the receptionist/switchboard; this, perhaps surprisingly, was rated slightly higher by the smaller firms. This said, the only department/function which had a mean score above the mid-point on the rating scale for any of the groups of firms was sales and marketing. Clearly, this suggests that most firms do not make too much use of languages within most of their departmental areas. However, within specifically the sales and marketing function, the most widely used areas were seen to be personal selling and exhibitions, particularly by very small firms. For the company as a whole, the major areas in which languages were used tended to be foreign travel and received correspondence. Finally, in terms of firms' recruitment and training policy towards language speakers, the findings are detailed in Table IV . As far as recruitment was concerned, no statistical difference was observed between the groups of firms in relation to whether firms look to recruit new employees with language skills. In so far as training was concerned, the statements which best reflected firms' training policies tended to be that the company does not provide/encourage language training and that they rely on employees' existing skills. This was particularly the case with very small firms whereas their larger-sized counterparts were more likely to provide and pay for language training.
Discussion
The purpose of the exploratory investigation reported in this paper was to obtain a basic understanding of SMEs' behaviour and perceptions with respect to the use of languages within their businesses. The issues within this study focused on four themes: managers' perceived importance and benefits of using foreign languages, issues preventing their use, the functional use of languages within businesses, and issues affecting firms' recruitment and training in respect to languages.
In short, it was observed that, in aggregate terms, the sample of firms rated the importance of language use rather highly and most recognised the major benefits brought about by their use. However, of those firms which did not use languages, it was worrying to observe that many responded by stating this resulted from the fact that English was widely spoken. Indeed, the personal interviews which followed the postal survey found evidence to support the work of Whitty (1987) on the basis of their language ability stating that this was to some extent almost as important as their ability to sell overseas! However, this depended to a large extent on the complexity of the product in question since it was pointed out by some respondents that agents, and indeed in some cases translators, might have problems in conveying a workingbusiness translation. Instead, and supporting the findings of Hagen (1988) , it was suggested that a literal translation of technical standards and the like might be conveyed incorrectly by non-product specialists. This had resulted in the use of either in-house staff with linguistic abilities, especially in relation to personal selling and attendance at exhibitions overseas, or external specialists with linguistic and technical knowledge.
With non-complex items, the need for in-depth product knowledge, i.e. outside of a basic understanding, may be less important. Here, language ability in gaining a competitive edge might still prove very important. For example, one firm noted that the switchboard operator had been trained in the basics of several languages. On recognising a particular language, the call would be put through to the salesperson with the appropriate linguistic ability. Consequently, the problem of customers being put off by the use of broken English and an unprofessional attitude towards overseas calls was hopefully minimised (DTI, 1996b) . Unfortunately, most firms pointed out cost implications associated with the recruitment and training of language specialists and this was reflected in an approach far removed from the previous example. Indeed, many firms did not look to recruit language specialists or indeed support training for staff. In pragmatic terms, this approach can be fully appreciated given the lack of resources facing many smaller firms; also, the fact that some firms may have low export ratios and not see language specialists as a worthwhile investment. Even so, perhaps in an idealistic setting, firms might be encouraged to be more responsive to recruitment and training practices in respect of the use of languages in exporting and an understanding of general cultural matters as well. In doing so, the impact of cross-cultural interference affecting translation may be reduced (Brislin, 1978) .
Specifically, foreign language capability "shows an interest in the culture and customer's country and often smoothes the path of negotiation by facilitating social contacts; allows a relationship of trust to develop; improves the flow of communication both to and from the market; improves ability to understand the ethos and business practices of the market; improves ability to negotiate and adapt product and service offerings to meet the specific needs of the customer; and gives a psychological advantage in selling" (Turnbull, 1981) . Arguably, SMEs might do well to recognise such issues if a competitive edge is to be obtained in dealing with operations within overseas markets.
In reality, however, it is debatable whether smaller firms will be customer driven in their language practices for some time to come and their competitiveness in international markets may be affected by this. While there may be a potential lack of awareness by some managers regarding the full importance of dealing in a foreign language, the extent to which a number of those who claimed to recognise the importance are actually reacting to this is questionable. In turn, this demonstrates a lack of international marketing orientation by managers of some SMEs and it may prove beneficial to become more customer focused. In particular, this focus extends to support staff such as those in secretarial and receptionist positions who may be the first port of call for potential orders or at least general communication. Nevertheless, with the number of business graduates with linguistic abilities increasing, likewise, TECs and Business Links supporting training initiatives such as the "Investors in People" award, employment and training of staff within this context may prove beneficial to firms in the future. This might especially be the case within SMEs which have a large proportion of business in overseas markets. In the meantime, policy makers appear to need to bridge the gap between some SMEs' perceived importance of language use and actual implementation of strategies to address this within their firms. Issues such as this provide an interesting basis for future studies which might take this work forward.
